









modernist	conception	of	history’.1	Through	portrayals	of	such	 interminable	vegetative	states,	 Kafka	 anticipates	 and	 Beckett	 epitomises	 a	 virtually	 exhausted	 late	modernist	life,	 undergoing	 the	 throes	 of	 modernism’s	 drive	 for	 novelty	 and	 immediacy	 while	subject	 to	 the	 pervasive	 negativity	 and	 failure	 that	 replaces	 the	 possibility	 of	achievement.	 If	modernism’s	 intrinsic	 tardiness	 fuels	 its	 invention	of	 ever-new	 forms,	the	 lateness	 in	 late	 modernism	 manifests	 as	 futility,	 burden	 and	 nostalgia.	 The	vegetating	 life	 evident	 narratively	 and	 linguistically	 in	 Kafka’s	 ‘The	 Hunter	 Gracchus’	(1917/1931)	and	Beckett’s	Texts	for	Nothing	(1950-51),	for	example,	demonstrates	the	purgatorial	 condition	of	modernism	habitually	 starting	anew	and	 converts	 it	 into	 late	modernism’s	protracted	ending.			




the	 point	 of	 infinitude,	 underlining	 its	 restless	 originality	 in	 defiance	 of	 shifting	historical	 contexts.	 More	 recently,	 Gabriel	 Josipovici	 summarises	 his	 book,	Whatever	












modernism	does	not	establish	a	prevalent	style	of	its	own;	or	if	it	does,	it	denies	itself,	 thereby	 ceasing	 to	be	modern.	This	presents	 it	with	 a	dilemma	which	 in	principle	may	be	beyond	solution	but	 in	practice	 leads	 to	 formal	 inventiveness	and	 resourceful	 dialectic—the	 dilemma	 that	 modernism	must	 always	 struggle	but	 never	 quite	 triumph,	 and	 then,	 after	 a	 time,	must	 struggle	 in	 order	 not	 to	triumph.	Modernism	 need	 never	 come	 to	 an	 end,	 or	 at	 least	 we	 do	 not	 really	know,	 as	 yet,	 how	 it	 can	 or	will	 reach	 its	 end.	 […].	 The	 essence	 of	modernism	reveals	 itself	 in	 the	 persuasion	 that	 the	 true	 question,	 the	 one	 alone	 worth	asking,	cannot	and	need	not	be	answered;	 it	need	only	be	asked	over	and	over	again,	forever	in	new	ways.19		
Modernism’s	animation	principle	 rests	upon	an	annulment	of	 its	 recent	self,	 a	kind	of	neutralisation	 of	 its	 productivity,	 which	 casts	 modernist	 art	 into	 a	 compulsive	 but	unavailing	 existence,	 which	 I	 elaborate	 on	 below	 as	 ‘vegetating	 life’	 in	 Kafka	 and	Beckett.	Notwithstanding	 the	danger	of	 reducing	modernism	 to	 a	 ravenous	 consumer	appetite	 for	 the	 latest	 fashion,	 the	 common	 account	 of	modernism	 as	 an	 avant-garde	sensibility,	as	sketched	above,	is	driven	by	a	forlorn	imperative,	as	each	new	approach	negates	 the	 last,	 to	 reveal	 at	 once	 a	 stimulating	 and	 numbing	 process.	 The	 ‘spirit’	 of	modernism,	then,	is	an	apposite	phrase	in	its	evocation	of	both	a	tenacious	life	force	and	spectral	lack	of	substance.				




evolution	of	the	word	‘vegetation’	in	relation	to	purgatory	in	Dante	Alighieri	and	James	Joyce.	 In	 Georg	 Lukács’s	 chapter	 ‘The	 Ideology	 of	 Modernism’	 from	 The	 Meaning	 of	
























relationships	to	the	world,	and	that	allows	for	no	spontaneity	or	difference	to	arise’,	as	Alistair	 Morgan	 puts	 it.45	 The	 protracted	 denouement	 that	 Hamm	 and	 Clov	 suffer	 in	




















proliferation	 bereft	 of	 a	 sense	 of	 closure’.62	 The	 peculiar	 incompletion	 of	 plants,	together	with	the	activity	and	stasis	in	vegetation	more	broadly,	is	strangely	evocative	of	modernism’s	acts	of	self-preservation	through	prolific	transformation.	It	is	via	Joyce,	then,	that	Beckett	identifies	a	suitably	modern	model	of	vegetation	that	challenges	the	linearity	implied	in	Dante’s	ascending	spiral	and	replaces	it	with	an	idea	of	movement	as	 ‘non-directional	 –	 or	multi-directional,	 and	 a	 step	 forward	 is,	 by	 definition,	 a	 step	back’,	which	seems	 to	conflate	or	collapse	notions	of	progression	and	retrogression.63	Although	 the	 esteemed	 mythologist	 Joseph	 Campbell	 argues	 that	 Joyce’s	 Finnegans	
Wake	 is	 like	Dante’s	 vision	of	purgatory	 in	 that	 it	 ‘is	written	 in	 a	 circle	with	 a	 break:	there	is	an	out’,	for	Beckett,	Joyce	has	a	regenerative	and	therefore	interminable	quality	that	 extends	 purgatory	 beyond	 an	 intermediate	 zone	 indefinitely.64	 It	 is	 this	 distinct	state	of	suspension	without	deliverance	that	emerges	as	vegetating	life	in	the	works	of	Kafka	and	Beckett.	
	
















“Where	is	the	master	going?”	“I	don’t	know,”	I	said,	“just	out	of	here,	just	out	of	here.	Out	of	here,	nothing	else,	it’s	the	only	way	I	can	reach	my	goal.”	“So	you	know	your	goal?”	he	asked.	“Yes,”	I	replied,	“I’ve	just	told	you.	Out	of	here	–	that’s	my	goal.”78		Clearly,	the	master’s	imperative	is	to	leave,	but	as	a	deictic	word	dependent	on	context,	‘here’	 can	 exceed	 a	 singular	 place.	 It	 has	 the	 peculiar	 ability	 to	 follow	 the	 master,	pointing	 to	 each	 current	 situation.	 The	 goal	 to	 get	 out	 of	 here	 is	 therefore	 foiled	infinitely	 as	 it	 is	 repeatedly	 reset,	 which	 evokes	 the	 unachievable,	 self-perpetuating	aspiration	of	modernism.	Readers	are	made	aware	of	this	 indexical	regeneration	at	an	acute	 level	 through	 the	 repetition	 of	 the	 word	 ‘here’	 four	 times	 in	 quick	 succession.	Logically	speaking,	the	reference	point	in	the	first	utterance	is	minutely	different	to	the	last	utterance;	indeed,	escaping	begins	as	a	means	to	reach	his	goal,	before	transmuting	into	 the	 goal	 itself.	 This	 deictic	 mobility	 reveals	 the	 renewability	 of	 ‘here’,	 while	simultaneously	 appearing	 and	 sounding	 rather	 hackneyed	 owing	 to	 its	 frequency.	 It	conveys	both	a	fresh	context	and	a	nagging	imperative.	In	a	little	over	a	hundred	words,	then,	 Kafka	 evokes	 modernism’s	 transformation	 from	 a	 single,	 historically	 necessary	departure	in	‘out	of	here	to	reach	my	goal’	to	an	abortive	and	persistent	spirit	in	‘out	of	here	–	that’s	my	goal’.		Kafka	 expresses	 vegetating	 life	 in	 different	 terms	 in	 his	 fragment	 ‘Resolutions’	(1911),	 translated	 from	 the	 German	 title	 ‘Entschlüsse’	 (decisions),	 a	 relative	 of	












aesthetic	to	achieve	epiphany,	that	no	longer	believes	art	can’,	one	of	the	ways	this	takes	shape	in	Kafka’s	nascent	form	is	an	exposure	to	the	renewability	of	a	failing	moment.83	The	elusiveness	of	 ‘here’	 transforms	 from	multiple	 rousing	opportunities	 to	wretched	eternal	 toil.	 To	 adopt	Kafka’s	 title	 ‘Resolutions’,	 the	 active	 component,	 or	 ‘resolve’,	 of	modernism	appears	to	attend	and	protract	its	closure,	or	 ‘resolution’,	 leaving	traces	of	modernist	life	compelling	the	negative,	attenuated	formulations	of	late	modernism.		




afterbirth	 of	 L’Innommable	 and	 not	 to	 be	 approached	 directly’.86	 These	 wry	formulations	offer	an	insight	into	the	status	of	the	texts	as	not	singular	or	fully-fledged	in	 their	 own	 right;	 they	 exist	 as	 excess,	waste	 and	 remains	 in	Beckett’s	mind,	 closely	related	 to	 past	 endeavours.	 For	 Louis	 Oppenheim,	 this	 intertextual	 relationship	 is	characteristic	of	Beckett’s	work	as	‘a	discourse	that	self-reflectively	focuses	on	its	own	undoing	of	narrative,	its	unwriting	of	writing	–	in	writing.	Beckett’s	creative	process	is	said	to	have	been	“decreative”	in	the	sense	that	it	was	motivated	by	the	need	to	rewrite	and	 continually	 fine	 tune	 previous	 texts	 in	 new	 ones’.87	 In	 his	 negative	 inclination	 to	‘undo’	 and	 ‘unwrite’,	 Beckett	 evokes	 an	 alternative	 vision	 of	 modernism’s	 creative	wellspring,	 which,	 as	 we	 have	 seen,	 also	 contains	 a	 form	 of	 neutralisation	 of	 its	productivity	in	its	resistance	to	the	past	and	insistence	on	the	immediate.	Beckett’s	 ‘decreative’	 drive	 exists	within	 single	 texts	 as	 the	 familiar	Beckettian	process	 of	 ‘unwording’,	 involving	 affirmation,	 reflection,	 revision,	 negation	 and	repetition.	 This	 process	 contributes	 to	 the	 collocation	 of	 activity	 and	 stasis	 that	constitutes	 the	vegetating	 life	 in	Beckett.	For	example,	 the	narrative	voice	 in	Texts	 for	




changes	as	‘variety’	and	‘vicissitudes’	is	a	humorous	exaggeration.		Deictic	language	further	increases	the	sustainability	of	Beckett’s	‘literature	of	the	unword’.	Similar	to	the	Kafka	short	stories	discussed	above,	Beckett	draws	attention	to	the	 infinite	 present	 of	 the	 here	 and	 now,	 as	 well	 as	 highlighting	 the	 challenges	 to	immediacy	 and	 identity	 inherent	 to	 context-dependent	 language.	 Early	 in	 Texts	 for	












‘No,	something	better	must	be	found,	a	better	reason,	for	this	to	stop,	another	word,	a	better	idea,	to	put	in	the	negative,	a	new	no,	to	cancel	all	the	others,	all	the	old	noes	that	buried	me	down	here,	deep	in	this	place	which	is	not	one,	which	is	merely	a	moment	for	the	time	being	eternal,	which	 is	called	here’.101	Despite	being	stuck	 in	the	perdition	of	the	 deictic	 instant,	 Beckett’s	 narrator	 clings	 on	 to	 a	 form	 of	 totality	 in	 the	 way	 he	recognises	 his	 existence	 as	 a	 ‘pensum’,	 a	 task	 to	 be	 completed.102	 The	 early	 Beckett	commentator	Walter	Strauss	argues	that:		 The	 heroes	 of	 Beckett’s	 universe	 really	 vegetate,	 and,	 since	 this	 fate	 is	unendurable,	 they	 try	 to	 vegetate	 ideally,	 i.e.,	 they	 persuade	 themselves	 that	there	is	an	ascent	and	wait	for	some	sort	of	angel	to	beckon	them	on,	like	Dante's	pilgrims.	But	the	angel,	the	epiphany,	never	comes,	and	they	finally	return	to	real	vegetation.	Like	the	vegetable,	they	wilt	and	disintegrate.103			It	 is	 this	 ideal	of	 finality	 that	maintains	 the	narrator’s	 reality	of	 infinitude	 in	Texts	 for	












conveys	 the	 enlivening-deadening	 duality	 of	 vegetating	 life	 that	 already	 exists	 in	 the	auto-defeating	 and	 auto-sustaining	 spirit	 of	 modernism,	 especially	 as	 perceptions	 of	modernism’s	dynamism	mature	to	detect	restless	stasis	and	nostalgia	for	productivity.	Beckett’s	 late	 modernism	 is	 therefore	 with	 and	 without	 modernism:	 the	experimentation	 involved	 in	 excavating	 the	 modernist	 ruins	 of	 originality	 and	immediacy,	as	well	as	its	narratives	of	individual	subjectivity	and	the	idea	of	progress,	appears	to	bear	its	spiritual	hallmark	while	bearing	witness	to	its	ideological	demise.		




authentic	or	original	life	that	this	vegetating	life	implies	is	properly	associated	with	late	modernism,	 if	 understood	as	 a	designation	 that	 covers	 ‘the	 empty	 spaces	 left	 by	high	modernism’s	 dissolution’	 in	 which	 ‘late	 modernists	 reassembled	 fragments	 into	disfigured	 likenesses	 of	 modernist	 masterpieces:	 the	 unlovely	 allegories	 of	 a	 world’s	end’.113	 Despite	 his	 narrow	 periodization	 of	 late	modernism	 as	 the	 late	 1920s	 to	 the	1930s,	Tyrus	Miller	 recognises	 the	 important	point	 that	 ‘in	 such	works	 the	vectors	of	despair	and	utopia,	the	compulsion	to	decline	and	the	impulse	to	renewal,	are	not	just	related;	they	are	practically	indistinguishable’.114	Late	modernism	therefore	formalises	the	abortive	but	enduring	kernel	that	exists	within	the	spirit	of	modernism;	it	enacts	the	chronic	 belatedness	 and	 persistence	 endemic	 to	 its	 oppositional,	 experimental	forbearer.	 Kafka	 and	 Beckett	 invoke	 and	 perform	 this	 sense	 of	 protracted	 failure	present	in	their	own	supposed	modernist	artistic	sensibility	to	expose	the	burdensome,	atrophied	side	of	 its	dynamism.	In	doing	so,	these	two	writers	effectively	 ‘execute’	the	spirit	 of	modernism	 as	 they	 are	 both	 engaged	with	 and	 consciously	 going	 beyond	 it.	Subject	 to	 the	 frisson	 of	 the	 creative	 process	 but	 without	 convincing	 progression,	Kafka’s	and	Beckett’s	vegetating	figures	are	emblematic	of	late	modernism,	lingering	on	the	loss	and	possible	renewal	of	self,	community	and	meaning,	but	from	a	greater	self-reflective	position	of	dejection	and	incredulity.																																																															1	Shane	Weller,	‘Performing	the	Negative:	Kafka	and	the	Origins	of	Late	Modernism’,	The	Modern	
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